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The purpose of this study was to determine if children with warm social contact 
with their parents (noncare taking functions) are more responsive to social 
reinforcement than are children who are deprived of such contact. Data was gathered^ 
from interviews with mothers, who described the amount and quality of both parents 
contact with the child. The sample of middle class children. 13 girls and 14 boys, 
performed a task twice. Responses were measured before and after social 
reinforcement. For girls, the results showed a positive direct relationship between i 
warm social contact and initial response rate but not between parental contact and 
social reinforcement . In contrast, boys who had less warm social contact were higher 
in initial response rate and more responsive to social reinforcement. The results are 
discussed m terms of sex differences and different schools of thouaht concerning 
amounts of social contacts parents give to children. A bibliography is inc3uded.(JS) 
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(abstract) 



Extra-curricular Parent-child Contact and 
Children's Socially Reinforcid Task Behavior 

The principal intent of the present/ study is to investigate the nature and 

j 

effects of parents' contact with their children in other than caieteking functions 

/ 

("extra-curricular" contact)* Parent rlata was gathered from home iLnterviews with 
the mothers of 27 first*»grad€ ^ public school children* Followln(; the interviews^ 
ratings were made on several dimensions of the parents' relationship wlbh the 
chlld^ Including the amount and affect! onal quality of both the mothers' and 
fathers' extra-curricular contact* Each child participated in an experimratal 
task situation conducted in thc; school* The task employed was a simple marble- 
drop similar to ones used by Stevenson (1961) and Gewlrtz and Baer (1958)* Peri- 
odic social reinforcement wfiS initiated after an initial base-line interval* 

The general finding's indicate that for boys, a relatively greater amount of 
extra-curricular contact with either or both parents was significantly related to 
a tendency for a lower initial rate of response on the task, as well as a tendenc:’’ 
toward a lower increment of Increase in rate following social reinforcement* The 
affectlonal quality of the contact was xinrelated to the boys.' task performance* 

The findings for girls was quite different* In their case, initial task behavior 
was related to the rated affection of the extra-curricular relationship with both 
fathers and mothers rather than the amount of contact* Moreover, the relatipnshlp 

i 

was a positive one, that is, in contrast with the boySj it was the girls whose 

9 

extra-curricular contact with mother and/or father was the more affec'tionate \Aio 
showed the hipest Initial rate of response on the task, though this tendency did 
not hold with regard to tlie rate of increase following social reinforcement* 

The findings sre discussed in tends of sex differences in recent studies 
Bronfehbrenner (1961), Crandall (1963), and Kagan and Moss (1962), and in terras of 
popular trends and the psytihological support for "closer", more equalltaz^ian 
parental relations with children* 



Extra*currlcular Parent-cihild Contact and Chil- 
dren *8 Socially Relnforcsd Task Behavior 

There is a great deal of current emphasis in the popular literature « as 
well as in popular practice ^ on the value of "closer'* ^ more equalltarlan re- 
lations between parents and children than was traditionally prescribed* There 
is some psychological evidence ^ largely collected in the 19U0*S| to support 
this current trend and which most probably contributed to it* 

In particular 4 the studies of home milieu conducted at the Pels Insti- 
tute by Alfred Baldwin and his associates (19U5, 19U9) generally indicated that 
a democratic home milieu^ with relatively close contact between parent and child^ 
is likely to have a more desirable behavioral outcome than a home milieu idiere 
parents assume a more remote « authoritarian position relative to their children* 
The Pels findings were in essential agreement with Lippittand White's 
(I 9 U 0 ) patriotic observation that a children's group with democratic adult 
leadership is more effective in a task situation than either a laissez-faire or 
authoritarian arrangement* Vlbrking in still another area of developmental re- 
search during the same time period^ Rene Spitz's (19li5« 19U6) pioneering studies 
of maternal deprivation revealed that feeding a child and maintaining the hygiene 
of his surroundings is not generally sufficient to assure the adequacy of de- 
velopment; the child must also receive social contact > a varied perceptual ex- 
perience, etc* 

The present study was designed to Investigate seme specific behavioral 
consequences of variation in contact between parents and children in a normal 
home situation* In particular, the study focuses on \diat is here termed extra - 
curricular contact; the interaction between parents and a child \dilch does not 
primarily involve caretaking functions, i*e*, idiich is not directly concerned 
with activities such as feeding and clothing the child* In the present case the 
variations in extra-curricular contact noted were observed in relation bo differ- 
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ential responsiveness to social reinforcement administered In an experimental 
task situation* 

VSiat did we expect to find? The studies of home milieu and maternal 
deprivation cited above ^ as well as the neoanalytlc position (Eriks on^ 1950; 
Fromm^ 19U1; Benedlk^ 1952) which stresses the positive value of warm^ sup* 
portive parent-child relations, would suggest that, within the normal range, 
children idio had experienced the greater amount and quality of extra-curricular 
contact would have more social interest. On the other hand, experimental 
studies of social deprivation (Gewirtz and Baer, 1956a and 1958b; Hartup, 1958) 
indicate that it Is children idio have been deprived of warm social contact who 
are apt to be the more responsive to social reinforcement. 

METHOD 

Subjects 

The subjects (Ss) were 27 children (lU boys and 13 girls) drawn from 
two first-grade classes of a public school in Durham, North Carolina. The 

i 

children ranged in I.Q. from 8? to 122 with a mean I.Q. of 107.6 according to 
the Kuhlmann-Anderson Scale, and judged from fathers* occupations, were pre- 
dominantly from middle-class homes. 

Horae Interviews 

The data concerning the parent-child relationship was based on home 
interviews with the mothers. The interview was similar to the one used by 
Sears Maccoby and levin (1957). It lasted approodmately one hour and was semi- 
structured in that the intervietfer assured the completion of a pre-arranged 
schedule, but the mothers were allowed to elaborate extensively when so in- 
clined. Gathering information about children from their own mothers has many 
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built-in problems. In this case an attempt was made to increase the accuracy 

« 

of the mother *s report ^Tasking questions which could be answered in terms 
of specific descriptions gif b^avior rather than requiring the mother to make 
inferences about the belnavior. The importance of accuraqy was stressed and 
actual examples were ^licited. The questions concerned the mother *s own be- 
havior^ the behavior of her husband^ and^ to some extent^ the behavior of the 
child. 

Immediately after the interview, the interviewer made a number of ratings 
based on the mother *s responses. Those ratings pertaining to extra-curricular 
contact referred to the quantity and quality of both parents* contact with 
their children. The ratings were made on a five point scale. The mother and 
father were each rated on the amount of extra-curricular contact with the child 
on the affectional quality of this relationship. In addition, ratings were 
made of the mother »s own satisfaction with her relationships with the child, 
and for both the mother and father, the interviewer made a global rating of 
the total quality of the parent-child relationship as judged from the interview. 
Thus, there were four (U) ratings made for the mother and three (3) for the 
father, all of xdiich referred to their extra-curricular contact with the child; 

Social Reinforcement Task 

The social reinforcement measure was taken for each child separately idiile 
in school. The task employed was a simple ^'marble drop'* similar to ones used 
by Stevenson (I 96 I) and Gewirtz and Baer (1958). It had $ holes in the top and 
the child was instructed to put marbles in, one at a time. VIhen placed in the 
top holes, the marbles came out into a tray in front of the box where they could 
be retrieved by the child for further use. The two indices of performance used 
were: (1) the Initial rate of response, i.e., the frequency of responses made 
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by the child during a l»niinute base-line period^ and (2) the Increase in response 
P®r minute averaged over a 3-minute period in which social reinforcement 
was offered by E for every third response. 

RESULTS 

The pattern of intercorrelations between the indices of extra-curricular 
parent-child contact is quite similar for boys and girls (Tables 1 and 2)^ The 
separate ratings are generally positively related with the exception of parent- 
al affection, lAich appears to be independent of the other dimensions of contacfco 



Tables 1 and 2 about here 



For both beys and girls, the amount of contact that the mothers have 
with their children is significantly related to the rating of the mothers* 
satisfaction with the mother-child relationship. In addition, for the girls 
only, the amount of mother-dau^ter ccmtact is positively related to the overall 
"the relationship. For both sexes, the mothers* satisfaction is also 
significantly related to the ratings of the overall quality of both the mothers* 
and fathers* relationship with the children. 

The amount of extra-curricular contact the fathers* were reported to 
have with their children is significantly related to the overall quality of 
the father-child relationship, for both boys and girls. In addition, for the 
girls, the amount of father contact is also related to the amount of mother 
contact. As was noted above, the affectional quality of the parent-child rela- 
tionship is Independent of the other dimensions of contact, but for both boys 
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Table 3 about here 










and girls ^ the amount of affection shown by the mother is positively related 
to the amount of affection shown by the f atfcer^ 

The characteristics cf task responsiveness in the present population 
have been described elseidiere (Grossman. 1967)* 

As may be seen in Table 3> an impoi'tant determinent of the relationship 
between the measures of parent child contact and the children's task perform- 
ance is the sex of the child. Both the neoanalytic and the deprivation posi- 
tions discussed earlier receive some support here. The deprivation prediction 
is generally confirmed for boys. The actual amount of the mothers' extra- 
curricular contact with their sons proved to be the variable most clearly re- 
lated to the boys' task performance. The boys idio had relatively less contact 
with their mothers showed a hi^er initial rate of response^ as well as a 
greater increase in response rate following reinforcement. In addition, 
mothers' satisfaction about their relationship with their sons, as well as the 
overall rating of the quality of the mother-son contact show a tendency to be 
negatively related to both the initial rate of response and the response in- 
crease following social reinforcement« 

The aspect cf the fathers' extra-curricular contact most directly re- 
lated to the boys' performance is the rating of the global quality of the 
father-son relationship. The global rating is negatively related to the boys' 
initial rate of response with a similar tendency towai^d a negative relation- 
ship with the increase in response rate following reinforcement. To summarize 
the findings for boys briefly, the trend is clearer for mother contact, but the 
data generally suggest that the boys iho have experienced the mosi extra-cur- 
ricular contact from either parent are apt to be the least responsive in the 
experimental task situation and least responsive to social reinforcement^ 
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For the girls, the findings are quite different (Table 3) and are 
generally consistent with the neoanalytic view. The girls* initial rate of re- 
sponse in the task situation shows a significant positive correlation with the 
mothers® satisfaction with the mother-dau^ter relationship and to the affection- 
al quality of the girls » extra-curricular contact with both their mothers and 
their fathers. On the other hand, extra-curricular parental contact appears to 
be unrelated to the amo\xnt of increase in the girls® rate of response follow- 
ing social reinforcement. 








DISCUSSION 

The mothers* being the sole source of information about parent-child con- 
tact may be responsible for the positive relationship between the separate in- 
dices of extra-curricular activity found here, although the independence of 
the dimension of affection indicates at least some differential perceptions 
were operating in the interview. With this reservation, the concept of "extra- 
curricular** contact, as defined here, appears to be relatively homogeneous with 
the exception of affection, idiich is independent of the amount and the general 
quality of the extra-curricular relationship. 

The pattern of parent-child extra-curricular contact observed reveals an 
essentially similar treatment for boys and girls in this age group. On the 
other hand, the outccme of parental contact, in terms of task responsiveness, 
is quite different for the two sexes. The findings are most clear-cut for 
the initial rate of response. They suggest that close contact with parents is 
likely to produce girls idio are anxious to do well in a task situation. The 
opposite is true for the boys. Close parental contact is associated with a 
lower rate of responsiveness in the initial task situation. 
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The effect of differen^eX paren*t*child con*tec^ on the response Increese 
during the reinforcement period is less apparent. There is a trend for the boys 
of a negative relationship between the quality and satisfaction of extra-curricu- 
lar contact and the increase in response rate following reinforcement, which is 
consistent with the direction of relationship observed during liie initial 
response period. Part of the difficulty with the increase measure is likely 
attenuation of response rate idiich is the outcome of the physical limits of the 
children who are performing at an initially high rate. The total rate of respom? 
during the initial and reinforcement periods is highly correlated (r*+,95 for boj*^ 
for girls), but the relative amount of iiicrease is effectivsly independent 
of the initial rate (r-f.l? for boys, r «-,28 for girls). 

Recent observations by Kagan and Moss (1962) and by Crandall (I 963 ) in- 
dicate that the differential responsivity of boys and girls is an early and con- 
sistent trend of child development. The sex difference found here is likely to 
be at least in part attributable to the differential emj^asis placed on inde- 
pendence in the training of boys and girls (Sears, Maccoby and Levin, 1957 ^ 
Bronfenbrenneri 1961^ Crandall, 1963), The closer contact with parents is 
generally considered moi*e "acceptable" for girls than for boys and apparently 
produces a more favorable outcome in terms of task responsiveness. According to 

Crandall »s (I 963 ) analysis of the origins of achievement behavior, it seems 

/ 

likely that the dependency created by close contact with parents is conducive to 
the cooperative type of achievement found in girls, but interferes with the inde- 
pendently oriented achievement behavior noted in boys. 
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Table 1 

Intercorrelations between the Indices 
odT Parent-child Extra-curricular Contact 
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Mothers * 

Amount of Contact (MC) 
Affection (MA) 
Satisfaction (MS) 
Quality of Contact (MQ) 


+.26 

+.32 


+.19 

+.36 


+ .61i^H^ 










Fathers < 

Amount of Contact (FC) 
Affection (FA) 

Quality of Contact (FQ) 


+.07 

+.02 

+.27 


-.38 

+.18 


+.02 

-.03 

+.U7^^ 


+.25 
+ .02 
+.68*<«- 


-.lU 

+.U9* 


•f.31 
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* < .05 
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< .005 
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Ihtercorrelations between the Indices 
of Parent-Child Extra-curricular Contact 
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Mothers * 

Amount of Contact (MC) 
Affection (MA) 
Satisfaction (MS) 
Quality of Contact (MC) 


+.35 - 

♦.68^HHf +.38 

♦.72<Hw +.31 


+ .87-»HHt 










Fathers * 

Amount of Contact (FC) 
Affection (FA) 

Quality of Contact (FQ) 


+.U7* 

-.20 

+.58^ 


+.21 +.21 
+.68-JHt»-.07 
+.38 +.U9* 


♦•lU 

-.12 

+.5Gj<’ 


mm 

+.31 — 

+.69^«H^ +.3U 




* p. ■<, .05 p. .01 
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